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how to fire your boss 
a workers guide to direct action 

The indignity of working for a living is well known to anyone who ever has. 
Democracy, the great principle on which our society is supposedly founded, is 
thrown out the window as soon as we punch the time clock at work. With no 
say over what we produce, or how that production is organised, and with only 
a small portion of that product’s value finding its way into our paycheques, we 
have every right to be pissed off at our bosses. 

Ultimately, of course, we need to create a society in which working people 
make all the decisions about the production and distribution of goods and ser¬ 
vices. Harmful or useless industries, such as arms and chemical manufactur¬ 
ing, or the banking and insurance scams, would be eliminated. The real essen¬ 
tials like food, shelter, and clothing could be produced by everyone working 
just a few hours each week. 

In the meantime, however, we need to develop strategies that both build 
towards this utopia and fight the day-to-day drudgery of today’s wage-slav¬ 
ery. We believe that direct action in the workplace is the key to achieving both 
these goals. But what do we mean by direct action? 

Direct action is any form of guerrilla warfare that cripples the bosses’ ability 
to make a profit and makes him/her cave in to our demands. The best-known 
form of direct action is the strike, in which workers simply walk off their j obs and 
refuse to produce profits for the boss until they get what they want. This is the 
preferred tactic of many unions, since this action is easily controllable (in other 
words, stoppable), but is one of the least effective ways of confronting the boss. 

The bosses, with their large financial reserves, are better able to withstand 
a long drawn-out strike than the workers are. In many cases, strike funds are 
non-existent or not sufficient. And worst of all, a long walk-out only gives 
the boss a chance to replace striking workers with a scab (replacement) work¬ 
force. We are far more effective when we take direct action while still on the 
job. By deliberately reducing the boss’ profits while still continuing to collect 
wages, we can cripple the boss without giving some scab the opportunity to 
take our jobs. Direct action, by definition, means those tactics we can under¬ 
take ourselves, without the ‘help’ of government agencies, union bureaucrats, 
or high-priced lawyers. Running to the Commission for Conciliation, Media¬ 
tion and Arbitration for help may be useful in some cases, but it is not a form 
of direct action. 

What follows are some of the most popular forms of direct action that work¬ 
ers have used to get what they wanted. Yet nearly every one of these tactics 
is, technically speaking, illegal. Every major victory won by labour over the 
years was achieved with militant direct actions that were, in their time, illegal 
and subject to police repression. In the United States, for example, up until 
the 1930’s the laws surrounding labour unions were simple—there were none. 


Most courts held labour unions to be illegal conspiracies that damage ‘free 
trade’, and strikers were often beaten and shot by police, state militia and 
private security goons. The legal right of workers to organise is now officially 
recognised by law, yet so many restrictions exist that effective action is as 
difficult as ever. For this reason, any worker thinking about direct action on 
the job—bypassing the legal system and hitting the boss where s/he is weak¬ 
est—should be fully aware of labour law, how it is applied, and how it may 
be used against labour activists. At the same time, workers must realise that 
the struggle between the bosses and the workers is not a soccer match—it is 
war. Under these circumstances, workers must use what works, whether the 
bosses (and their courts) like it or not. 

Here then, are the most use¬ 
ful forms of direct action. 

slowdown 

The slowdown has a long and honourable history. In 1899, the organised dock- 
workers of Glasgow, Scotland, demanded a 10% increase in wages, but met 
with refusal by the bosses and went on strike. Strike-breakers were brought 
in from among the agricultural workers, and the Dockers had to acknowledge 
defeat and return to work under the old wages. But before they went back to 
work, they heard this from the secretary of their union: 

“You are going back to work at the old wage. The employers have repeated 
time and again that they were delighted with the work of the agricultural 
labourers who have taken our place for several weeks during the strike. But 
we have seen them at work. We have seen that they could not even walk a ves¬ 
sel and that they dropped half the merchandise they carried; in short, that 
two of them could hardly do the work of one of us. Nevertheless, the employ¬ 
ers have declared themselves enchanted with the work of these fellows. Well, 
then, there is nothing for us to do but the same. Work as the agricultural 
labourers worked.” 

This order was obeyed to the letter. After a few days the contractors sent for 
the union secretary and begged him to tell the dockworkers to work as before, 
and that they were willing to grant the 10% pay increase. 

At the turn of the century, a gang of section men working on a railroad in 
Indiana, USA, were notified of a cut in their wages. The workers immediately 
took their shovels to the blacksmith shop and cut two inches from the scoops. 
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